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Biographisches Lexikon in Mathematik promovierter Personen an deutschen Universitäten und Technischen
Hochschulen WS 1907/08 bis WS 1944/45
By R. Tobies. Augsburg (Erwin Rauner Verlag). 2006. ISBN 3-936905-21-5. 978-3-936905-21-2. 24.50€
(= Algorismus, Heft 58), 403 pp.
Few reliable biographical sources are available for the history of German mathematics in the first part of the 20th
century, when Germany was still producing a large number of mathematics graduates world-wide. Many German
Ph.D.s, such as Richard Courant (Ph.D. in 1910), Helmut Hasse (1921), Erich Hecke (1910), and Emmy Noether
(1908), became influential in their fields, or even world-class mathematicians, later on, and information about their
lives is relatively easy to obtain. Most Ph.D.s, however, went into secondary school teaching or industry and did
not leave a mark as research mathematicians. Finally, there were also many mathematicians, such as Wilhelm Cauer
(Ph.D. in 1926), Kurt Grelling (1910), Cäcilie Fröhlich (1926), Robert Frucht (1931), Jakob Grommer (1914), Was-
silij Höffding (1940), Ernst Hölder (1926), Siegfried Koller (1931), Wilhelm Magnus (1931), and Alwin Walther
(1922), some of them foreigners in Germany, who exerted an important influence on mathematics too but on whom
it is difficult to find biographical information. Some of them went into exile after 1933 (e.g., Fröhlich, Frucht: Tobies
identifies 45 men and 6 women among the exiled mathematics Ph.D.s). Others left after World War II (Höffding, Mag-
nus). Some perished in Nazi camps (Grelling). There were finally mathematicians who remained in Germany whose
careers were for various reasons and in various ways influenced by the political context, resulting in the international
reception of their results being negatively affected.
Tobies’ dictionary takes as its starting point the entries for mathematics Ph.D.s at German universities in the printed
annual directories (Jahresverzeichnisse der Deutschen Hochschulschriften) for the years 1907 until 1945. Crucially,
she complements these—which contain barely more than time and title of the thesis, at least for the years after 1922—
with information about dates, supervisor names, later careers, occasional remarks on political activities and religion,
and a secondary bibliography. The book does not list Ph.D.s from German-speaking universities outside Germany.
The author, Renate Tobies, is distinguished for her well-documented, strongly archive-supported research into the
social infrastructure of German mathematics in the 19th and 20th centuries. In the past decade she has focused and
extensively published on the career paths of German mathematicians, with some emphasis on the careers of women
mathematicians. The entries on the latter in her Biographisches Lexikon are highlighted, facilitating their identification
and recognizing the still exceptional role women played in mathematics—they were not allowed to study in Prussia
until 1908.
The main body of the dictionary (pp. 37–377) contains about 1550 short biographies, whose length varies from
a few lines up to half a page. Taking into account their factual character, they are accessible to readers with lit-
tle or no German. The introductory chapters, which outline the German research context at the time (and which
may be somewhat more difficult to read for non-Germans), are mostly focused on factual data as well. A spe-
cial Chapter 3 (pp. 17–37) gives a useful overview of the availability of archival material at German university
archives and beyond, i.e., in former German universities. It is to be hoped that sources on the World Wide Web
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such as the “Mathematics Genealogy Project” and “The Mac Tutor History of Mathematics Archive” will be up-
dated on the basis of Tobies’ dictionary. The book is solidly bound and contains several little known pictures of
biographees.
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The Architecture of Modern Mathematics: Essays in History and Philosophy
By José Ferreirós and Jeremy Gray. Oxford (Oxford University Press). 2006. ISBN 978-0-19-856793-6. 472 pp.
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Traditionally, above all within analytical circles, the history and the philosophy of mathematics have in-
teracted only occasionally, and almost accidentally, on specific issues. These interactions did not affect the
way the two subjects were developed. Such a state of affairs, far from being the consequence of careless-
ness or neglect, was explicitly theorized by Frege, the founding father of analytical philosophy, who famously
said,
Do the concepts, as we approach their supposed sources, reveal themselves in peculiar purity? [Frege, 1884, Introduc-
tion, vii]
and replied,
Not at all; we see everything as through a fog, blurred and undifferentiated. It is as though everyone who wished
to know about America were to try to put himself back in the position of Columbus, at the time when he caught
the first dubious glimpse of his supposed India. Of course, a comparison like this proves nothing; but it should,
I hope, make my point clear. It may well be that in many cases the history of earlier discoveries is a useful study,
as a preparation for further researches; but it should not set up to usurp their place. [Frege, 1884, Introduction,
vii–viii]
This negative attitude toward the contribution that the history of mathematics can give to the philosophy of mathe-
matics is found not only in Frege and among analytical philosophers, but is something that also colors the thought of
Brouwer and Hilbert.
It seems to me that, in contrast with what is usually said about this, such an attitude is not the consequence of
the fact that these authors and their programs are concerned with the foundations of mathematics. Such an attitude
has rather to do, on the one hand, with Brouwer’s and Hilbert’s philosophies of mathematics, for which mathematics
is not a science of matters of fact (in Hume’s sense), and, on the other, with their overly narrow view of the his-
tory of mathematics. This is seen by them as a mere temporal ordering of past events bound to develop either into
a purely descriptive history of ideas or into an occasionally entertaining, but philosophically unhelpful, production of
biographies.
It must be emphasized that such a way of thinking about the relationship between the history and the philosophy
of mathematics has not been a strict monopoly of philosophers, but has also been shared by many historians of
mathematics, as witnessed, even recently, by interesting contributions to the subject, such as [Moore, 1982] and
[Avellone et al., 2002].
What I have described above as the traditional separation between the history and the philosophy of mathematics
began to be challenged by I. Lakatos in Proofs and Refutations [Lakatos, 1963–1964]. In much of Lakatos’s work
